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The Uses of Space in Early Modern History-An Afterword
Beat Kümin
This stimulating collection underlines the appeal that "space" continues to hold for a wide variety of scholars. Intersecting with a more general "cultural turn" across the humanities and social sciences, it has firmly established itself as an academic field. Ever more aspects are explored in special journal issues, conference proceedings, and essay collections, with urban society, religion, politics, and topography among those examined most recently.
1 There are monographic surveys illustrating how spatial perspectives can shed fresh light on classic historical themes like state building or confessional change and introductions aimed at a general audience.
2 Signs of institutionalization include theoretical schools, research clusters, and dedicated university positions.
3 The distinctive niche of this volume is a close focus on "uses," both in terms of how space informs scholarly approaches in the present and how spatial perceptions served practical and ideological purposes in the past. 4 While the former represents one of the key questions of the field as a whole, the latter sets the challenging task of not only reconstructing historical ideas about space, but also tracing their application in specific periods, here particularly the centuries between c. 1500 and 1850.
Each of the preceding essays engages with distinct contexts, historiographies, and issues that deserve much more detailed attention than is possible in a short comment of this kind. Complementing the editorial introduction, however, the following four general aspects shall be discussed here: coverage, "uses," conclusions, and wider issues. Starting with matters of content, disciplinary orientations range from archaeology to geography; religion to science; legal to cultural history. The scale of analysis is equally varied: local settings like houses, churches and cities; regional units in the Balkans, Caribbean, and West Africa; Empires run by the British, Habsburgs, and Ottomans; even an ingenious combination of multiple levels (Mayhew). Even so, three themes stand out for me in this collection: the negotiation of gender relations (most prominently in the studies of English "domestic" and "religious" sites by Johnson and Flather), the limits of political control in early modern empires (demonstrated with particular reference to borderlands in Norton, and Benton and Mulich 6 ), and the formation of period discourses (regarding the political, scientific, legal and demographic spheres in the contributions of Keenan, Heffernan, Rudd and Mayhew respectively). All authors rely on qualitative methods based on fresh interpretations of written, pictorial and material evidence-pamphlets, building plans, court records, correspondence, ego-documents-rather than attempts at quantification, visualization, or mapping.
7 As can be argued with reference to Geographic Information Systems, the latter have their specific merits (e.g., in terms of presenting vast amounts of complex data in two-or three-dimensional models), but they tend to be snapshots with a limited capacity to answer the questions many historians are particularly interested in: the dynamics of power relations, divergences in individual/social perceptions, shorter-and longer-term evolutions.
8 Conceptually, contributors prefer the "relational" constitution (as postulated by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz already around 1700) or "social production" model (variously defined by modern scholars like Henri Lefebvre and Martina Löw) to an "absolute" conception of space (in the tradition of Isaac Newton).
9 Yet there are different interpretations of the role of "things" and physical environments within this constitution process: Johnson ranks it highly, Mayhew not at all. For the former, corporal movements like sweeping and objects like talismans play important parts on their own; for the latter, space cannot "do" anything bar visualizing our concepts and structuring our narrative. One conspicuous thematic absence is the notion of a structural transformation of the public sphere in this period, perhaps because it is so frequently addressed elsewhere. 10 Second, how is space used by these scholars as an analytical tool? Johnson and Flather zoom in on the microsites of homes and parish churches with particular emphasis on lived experience and spatial orderings. Rather than the fixed gender roles, linear developments and social hierarchies associated with early modern advice books and scholarly concepts like "patriarchy" and "separate spheres," they find much female agency, contestation, and dynamic adaptation.
11 Building on Richard Rorty, Norton takes an anti-representationalist stance-"our concepts of space, the means by which we conceptualize, delineate,
